THE LIBRARY OF THE BRITISH MUSEUM
7.  THE NITRIAN SYRIAC MANUSCRIPTS
On the Oriental side a gift of 74 MSS. in 1846 from the Church
Missionary Society started the Ethiopic collection., and a large Chinese
collection, including maps, sent by order of the Earl of Aberdeen
did as much for manuscripts in that language as the Morrison collec-
tion did a year later for printed books. But the greatest acquisition
of the Department, and, except for the Grenville Library, of the
Museum in this period was that o*f the Syriac MSS. from the Nitrian
Desert of Western Kgypt.1? There were then but few Syriac scholars
in England, and little provision for 'teaching the tongue, in spite of
its importance to the early Christian Church, and this acquisition
and Cureton's use of it placed the study on a new footing.
The libraries of the Nitrian Convents had long been known of in
the West. As early as 1678-79 the Oxford Orientalist Robert
Huntingdon visited them and brought back some MSS. now in the
Bodleian. Then, in 1707 and 1715 the cousins Elias and Joseph
Simon Assemani were successively sent by the Pope, and they too
brought back a number, now in the Vatican* But over a century
passed before another Western scholar renewed the quest Henry
Tattam, Archdeacon of Bedford, the leading Coptic scholar of his
day, was in search of texts for his grammar of some of the dialects
and especially for his Lexicon AegyptiacQ-Latinum^ 1835. On his
behalf Lord Prudhoe in 1828 visited the Nitrian Desert and its
convents. In one of them, that of S. Mary Theotokos or Deipara,
also called Souriani, or the convent of the Syrians, from its having
been founded by the Syrians from Mesopotamia, though he did not
secure the particular book, a Coptic-Arabic dictionary, which
Tattam wanted (Curzon afterwards found it and had it brought to
England), he did get a sight of an oil-cellar in which were lying
neglected masses of apparently ancient MSS. Prudhoe reported his
find, and the Souriani Convent was therefore one of the goals,of the
next English traveller who hunted for MSS. in the Levant. This
was the Hon. Robert Curzon, of Parham, a young man of wealth,
enterprise and infinite humour, who was collecting materials for a
history of writing, and who also had an idea that texts of lost Greek
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